





Fritz Jahr’s Bioethical Imperative
Abstract
It seems that the revitalisation of Fritz Jahr’s thought has come just at the right time. During 
the course of its rapid development, bioethics managed to assume different forms, but also 
to become both reduced in its underlying intention and hyper-specialised in its theoretical 
and practical aspects. Summed up in his bioethical imperative, Fritz Jahr’s thought prompts 
us to re-examine both its underlying intention and its field of interest. Accordingly, this 
paper centres on Jahr’s bioethical imperative, its origins, construction and implications, 
aiming to scrutinise Jahr’s original thought and his message within the contemporary dis-
course on bioethics in general and that on integrative bioethics in particular. The latter is 
examined only in its outlines, leaving room for a possible upgrade. Lastly, the paper looks 
at the Rijeka	Declaration as a document that represents an attempt to both conceptually and 
methodologically transform contemporary bioethics within the context of Jahr’s thought.*
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a	century	before	Potter’s	articles	–	not	only	 introduces	 the	 term	‘bioethics’	
first,	but	today	also	seems,	with	regard	to	its	intention,	much	closer	to	the	field	
of	interest	of	bioethics	and	its	aims	than	Potter’s	world	famous	work.	From	












Waren	 Thomas	 Reich	 researched	 the	 emer-


























which,	within	 the	 context	 of	 scientific	 research	 of	 his	 time,	 showed	 to	 be	
a	meaningful	neologism	carrying	a	powerful	synergic	message.	Exactly	the	











“…	the	assumption	of	moral	obligations	not	only	 towards	humans,	but	 towards	all	 forms	of	
life”.4
However,	bio-ethics	is	an	invention	of	modern	times	perhaps	only	for	Europe.	
Here,	as	 in	some	other	places,	Jahr	refers	 to	Oriental	 teachings.	Within	the	
context	of	 finding	an	anchor	for	 the	extension	of	our	moral	obligations	 to-
wards	all	forms	of	life,	Indian	philosophy	revealed	itself	to	the	German	pastor	
as	an	attractive	model	of	a	lived	ethics,	an	inspirational	example	of	diverse	
teachings	 that	value	concern	for	all	 living	beings	highly,	a	 type	of	concern	
that	western	 thought	has	been	 familiar	with	only	 sporadically.5	 It	 is	 in	 the	
tension	between	the	East	and	the	West	that	Jahr	clearly	contrasts	worldviews	
and	detects	his	 fundamental	postulate.	More	 specifically,	 the	nature	of	our	
“western”	relationship	to	animal	life,	and	even	more	so	to	plant	life,	is	entirely	



































‘Bioethics’:	 The	 Struggle	 Over	 Its	 Earliest	







Fritz	 Jahr,	 “Bio-Ethik.	 Eine	 Umschau	 über	
die	ethischen	Beziehungen	des	Menschen	zu	
Tier	 und	 Pﬂanze”,	Kosmos. Handweiser für 
Naturfreunde,	Vol.	24,	No.	1	(1927),	pp.	2–4.	
For	 our	 purposes,	 the	 English	 translation	 is	
used:	Fritz	Jahr,	“Bio-Ethics.	Reviewing	 the	
Ethical	Relations	of	Humans	towards	Animals	
and	 Plants”,	 in:	 Hans-Martin	 Sass,	 Jochen	
Vollmann,	 Michael	 Zenz	 (eds.),	 Fritz Jahr. 




(English	 translation	 by	 H.-M.	 Sass,	 Vol.	 1,	
No.	2	(2010),	pp.	227–231),	the	editors	of	the	
Croatian	 journal	JAHR	 also	 contributed	 sig-
nificantly	 to	both	researching	Jahr’s	 thought	
and	 a	 greater	 accessibility	 of	 his	 work.	 I	


















Jahr	 discusses	 this	 in	 his	 article	 “Death	 and	
the	Animals”	(1928),	as	well	as	in	his	studies	
on	the	Fifth	Commandment	(1934).	The	lat-
ter,	 collected	 under	 the	 title	 “Three	 Studies	
on	 the	Fifth	Commandment”	(English	 trans-








F.	 Jahr,	 “Animal	 Protection	 and	Ethics”,	 in:	




























This	 imperative,	 fully	 orientated	 towards	 life	 (bios),	 is	 rightfully	 rendered	
as	 ‘bioethical’.	 Interpreting	 Jahr’s	 bioethical	 imperative,	 I	 shall	 attempt	 to	
outline	the	extent	of	its	reaches.	The	bioethical	imperative	addresses	man	as	
the	only	 living	being	capable	of	moral	 reasoning,	and	directs	man	at	other	
humans,	but	 also	 at	 other,	 or	more	 specifically	–	 all,	 living	beings.	Living	
beings	other	than	humans	do	not	have	man’s	capacity	to	reason,	do	not	share	
man’s	sense	of	responsibility,	and	cannot	make	moral	choices,	but	Jahr’s	im-


































































F.	 Jahr,	 “Animal	 Protection	 and	Ethics”,	 in:	













Concept	 of	 Bioethics”,	Kennedy Institute of 








our	animal	protection	 is	 inseparable	 from	the	aspect	of	 their	utility	 for	our	
purposes,	irrespective	of	whether	we	look	at	animal	farms	or	the	legal	protec-
tion	of	rare	plant	species.	Abstaining	from	needless	cruelty	to	animals,	which	
to	us	“westerners”	appears	 to	be	a	major	concession	 in	 favour	of	 the	non-
human	 living	world,	 remains	within	 the	 framework	of	 the	utilitarian	view.	
On	the	other	hand,	however	–	and	according	to	Jahr’s	interpretations	of	the	
worldviews	in	India	–	abstaining	from	all	killing	is	fully	immune	to	any	an-
thropocentric	motivation,	 and	 finds	 its	 stronghold	 in	 recognising	bios	 as	 a	
densely	 interlaced	network	of	 life.	 Jahr	does	not	demand	 that	we	uncondi-









the	guiding	rule	of	our	actions	may	be	the	bio-ethical	demand:	Respect every living being on 
principle as an end in itself and treat it, if possible, as such!”15
The	bioethical	 imperative	contains	 in	 itself	 the	possibility	of	divergence	 in	
practical	 implementation,	 which,	 according	 to	 Jahr,	 lies	 in	 the	 domain	 of	
subjective	assessment	within	the	context	of	specific	situations.	Our	sense	of	








pocentrically	 founded	and	orientated	moral	guides.	As	 far	 as	his	 intention,	
impelled	by	the	latest	scientific	insights,	Jahr	wishes	to	expand	the	existing	





facts	 only	 once	 these	 facts	were	 presented	 in	 the	 language	 of	 the	western	
world	–	 the	 language	of	 science.	The	 idea	of	bioethics,	orientated	 towards	
respecting	life	as	such,	can	therefore	be	novel	only	to	those	who	are	immune	





insensitively,	much	 like	 the	way	 in	which	 there	being	blind	people	 cannot	



















influence	public	opinion,	 then	 from	an	ethical	point	of	view,	 it	becomes	even	an	obligation,	
to	take	part	in	this	type	of	character	formation	[Gesinnungsbildung]	–	actively	and	with	best	
knowledge	and	conscience.”19










verence	 for	 life”	 and	 Jahr’s	 “bioethical	 im-








the	 “reverence	 for	 life”	 principle,	 no	matter	
how	 necessary	 and/or	 unavoidable	 it	 might	














(ed.),	 Albert Schweitzer’s Ethical Vision. A 
Sourcebook,	 Oxford	 University	 Press,	 New	
York	 2009,	 p.	 82,	 and	 Fritz	 Jahr,	 “Bio-Eth-
ics”,	 in:	 H.-M.	 Sass,	 J.	 Vollmann,	M.	 Zenz	
(eds.),	Fritz Jahr,	p.	1.
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Rolf	 Löther	 from	 the	 Humboldt	 University	
of	 Berlin	 “discovered”	 the	 forgotten	 article	
“Bio-Ethik”,	 and	 presented	 Fritz	 Jahr	 on	 a	
conference	in	1997	as	the	first	author	to	have	
used	the	term	‘bioethics’.	In	2001	Eve-Marie	
Engels	 wrote	 about	 Jahr	 and	 helped	 spread	
knowledge	about	Jahr’s	article	“Bio-Ethik”	in	
Latin	America.	 However,	 Hans-Martin	 Sass	
has	undoubtedly	contributed	most	to	the	dis-
semination	 of	 Jahr’s	 thought.	 Besides	 Sass,	
research	by	Croatian	authors	 Iva	Rinčić	and	
Amir	Muzur	 has	 recently	 been	 significantly	
contributing	 to	 the	 reception	 of	 Jahr	 in	 Eu-
rope.	 It	 is	 indicative	 that	 the	 journal	 JAHR,	
first	 published	 in	 2010,	 was	 started	 at	 the	
Department	 of	 Social	 Sciences	 and	Medical	


















is	 all-pervasive	and	 relational:	 all-pervasive	with	 regard	 to	 the	objects	of	
moral	 concern,	 and	 relational	 since	 it	 requires	well-informed	and	knowl-
edgeable	action.	Even	though	only	man	can	act	and,	therefore,	cannot	hope	














tive	knowledge.	The	pluriperspectival	 and	 integrative	 approach	 rest	 on	 the	
underlying	premise	that	life,	as	a	cohesive	factor	in	the	perspectives,	ought	
to	be	respected.	Only	an	affirmative	relationship	to	all	forms	of	 life	–	sub-


















Revitalizacija misli Fritza Jahra čini se da dolazi u pravi trenutak. Bioetika je tijekom svoga 
brzoga razvoja uspjela poprimiti različite oblike, ali i postati reduciranom u svojoj osnovnoj 
intenciji i hiperspecijaliziranom u svojim teorijskim i praktičnim aspektima. Misao Fritza Jah-
ra, sažeta u njegovu bioetičkome imperativu, potiče nas da nanovo sagledamo kako temeljnu 
intenciju bioetike tako i njeno predmetno područje. Ovaj rad će se stoga usmjeriti na Jahrov 
bioetički imperativ, njegova ishodišta, konstrukciju i implikacije, s dvostrukom nakanom: istra-
žiti izvornu Jahrovu misao te pokušati sagledati njegovu poruku unutar suvremenog diskursa o 
bioetici, posebice onoga o integrativnoj bioetici. Ovo potonje učinjeno je samo u naznakama, 
ostavljajući prostor za moguću nadgradnju. Završno se tekst osvrće na Riječku	 deklaraciju	
kao dokument koji predstavlja pokušaj konceptualne i metodološke transformacije suvremene 




Bioethischer Imperativ Fritz Jahrs
Zusammenfassung
Die Revitalisierung des Gedankens Fritz Jahrs scheint rechtzeitig aufzutreten. Der Bioethik ge-
lang es, im Laufe ihrer temporeichen Entwicklung diverse Formen anzunehmen, nichtsdestotrotz 
in ihrer Grundintention reduziert sowie in ihren theoriebezogenen und praktischen Aspekten 
hyperspezialisiert zutage zu treten. Die Idee Fritz Jahrs, summiert in dessen bioethischem Im-
perativ, gibt uns den Ansporn, sowohl die Grundintention der Bioethik als auch ihr Gegen-
standsgebiet von Neuem in Augenschein zu nehmen. Mithin richtet sich diese Arbeit auf Jahrs 
bioethischen Imperativ, dessen Ansatzpunkte, Konstruktion und Implikationen, mit zweifachem 
Vorhaben: Jahrs Quellgedanken auszuforschen sowie eine Auslegung seiner Botschaft im Rah-
men des zeitgenössischen Diskurses zur Bioethik – speziell zur integrativen Bioethik - zu wagen. 
Das Letztere wurde lediglich durch Anmerkungen ausgeführt, indem es einen Manövrierraum 
zum eventuellen Gedankenaufbau offenließ. Abschließend nimmt der Text einen Rückblick auf 
die Rijekaer	Deklaration als ein Dokument, das einen Versuch der konzeptuellen und methodo-
logischen Transformation der gegenwärtigen Bioethik im Kontext von Jahrs Idee darlegt.
Schlüsselwörter
Fritz	Jahr,	bios,	bioethischer	Imperativ, Rijekaer Deklaration
(Summer	 2009),	 pp.	 377–380,	 here	 p.	 379.	
Jahr’s	 bio-bibliography	 and	 information	 on	
the	 reception	 of	 his	 texts	were	 presented	 in	
detail	by	Iva	Rinčić	and	Amir	Muzur	in	paper	









of	 Bioethics”,	 pp.	 289–293;	 H.-M.	 Sass,	
“Asian	 and	 European	 Roots	 of	 Bioethics:	
Fritz	 Jahr’s	 1927	 Definition	 and	 Vision	 of	
Bioethics”, Asian Bioethics Review,	 Vol.	 1,	
No.	 3	 (September	 2009),	 pp.	 185–197,	 here	
pp.	193–196.
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Rijeka Declaration on the Future of Bioeth-
ics,	Rijeka/Opatija,	signed	on	12	March	2011.	
Published	in	English	and	Croatian	in:	Hrvoje	
Jurić	 (ed.),	 10th	 Lošinj Days of Bioethics,	






L’impératif bioéthique de Fritz Jahr
Résumé
Le renouveau de la pensée de Fritz Jahr semble arriver au bon moment. Au cours de son essor 
rapide, la bioéthique a réussi à prendre différentes formes, mais aussi à voir sa principale inten-
tion se réduire et devenir hyperspécialisée dans ses aspects théoriques et pratiques. La pensée 
de Fritz Jahr, résumée dans son impératif bioéthique, nous incite à appréhender à nouveau tant 
l’intention fondamentale de la bioéthique que le domaine de son objet. C’est pourquoi cette 
étude se concentrera sur l’impératif bioéthique de Jahr, ses points de départ, sa construction 
et ses implications, dans un double objectif : explorer la pensée originale de Jahr, puis tenter 
d’appréhender son message dans le cadre du discours contemporain relatif à la bioéthique, 
notamment la bioéthique intégrative. Ce dernier point n’a été qu’esquissé, laissant place à 
un éventuel développement. Enfin, le texte revient sur la Déclaration	de	Rijeka, document qui 
représente la tentative d’une transformation conceptuelle et méthodologique de la bioéthique 
contemporaine dans le contexte de la pensée de Jahr.
Mots-clés
Fritz	Jahr,	bios,	impératif	bioéthique,	Déclaration de Rijeka
